ANNCR: 


VOICE: 


SPECIAL FEATURE NO. 3-2312 SEPTEMBER 22, 1978 
DON ANDERSON 


ENGLISH VS METRIC SYSTEMS - TIME FOR A CHANGE 


WHILE THE UNITED STATES IS COMMITTED TO EVENTUAL ADOPTION 

OF THE METRIC SYSTEM OF WEIGHTS AND MEASUREMENTS, THERE 

HAS BEEN, ON THE PART OF INDIVIDUALS AND EVEN SOME 
INDUSTRIES, UNEXPECTED RESISTANCE TO THE PROPOSED CHANGE. 
VOA'S DON ANDERSON TAKES A LIGHT-HEARTED LOOK AT OUR PRESENT 


SYSTEM AND SOME OF THE REASONS THAT A CHANGE MAKES SENSE. 


THE UNITED STATES LABORS UNDER A SYSTEM OF MEASUREMENTS THAT 
CAN BE DESCRIBED - CHARITABLY AS CONFUSING, AND - ACCURATELY 
AS IDIOTIC. IT'S A SYSTEM WE INHERITED FROM THE ENGLISH WHO 
ARE, THEMSELVES, WELL ON THEIR WAY TO ABANDONING IT. IT'S 
NOT DIFFICULT TO IMAGINE WHY! 

CONSIDER, FOR EXAMPLE, OUR BASIC UNIT OF LENGTH, THE FOOT. 
ITS ORIGIN IS LOST IN ANTIQUITY, BUT ONE LEGEND TELLS US 
THAT THIS DIMENSION WAS ORIGINALLY DERIVED FROM THE DISTANCE 
BETWEEN THE TOW AND THE HEEL OF KING HENRY THE EIGHTH. THAT 
WAS CONVENIENT, I SUPPOSE, FOR HENRY THE EIGHTH SINCE HE 
ALWAYS HAD A STANDARD OF MEASUREMENT WITH HIM, BUT PEOPLE 


WITH BIGGER OR SMALLER FEET WERE OUT OF LUCK. 


THEN, AGAIN FOR REASONS LOST IN HISTORY, THE FOOT WAS 
DIVIDED INTO TWELVE PARTS CALLED INCHES. WHY TWELVE 
INSTEAD OF, FOR EXAMPLE, AN EVEN TEN, IS SOMETHING WE'LL 
PROBABLY NEVER KNOW, ANOTHER LEGEND HAS IT THAT THE INCH 
HAS SOMETHING TO DO WITH A NUMBER OF GRAINS OF BARLEY 
LAID END TO END, BUT EVEN FOLKLORE IS RATHER VAGUE ON 
THAT POINT. 
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Cony ANYWAY, WE TAKE THE INCH AND DIVIDE IT INTO HALVES, 
QUARTERS, EIGHTHS, SIXTEENTHS, THIRTY-SECONDS, SIXTY- 
FOURTHS, AND SO ON. THIS DOES, I SUPPOSE, EXPOSE SCHOOL 
CHILDREN TO COMPLICATED MATHEMATICAL OPERATIONS AT AN 
EARLY AGE, BUT WOULD SEEM TO HAVE FEW, IF ANY, OTHER 
ADVANTAGES. IT CERTAINLY DOESN'T MAKE LIFE SIMPLE FOR 
THOSE OF US WHO USE MEASUREMENTS IN OUR WORK RATHER THAN 


AS INTELLECTUAL EXERCISES. 


NOW THAT WE HAVE OUR BASIC KING HENRY'S FOOT DIVIDED INTO 
RATHER UNWIELDY SMALLER UNITS, LET'S MOVE OUT IN THE 

OTHER DIRECTION. THREE FEET EQUAL ONE YARD. FOLKLORE TELLS 
US THAT THE ORIGINAL YARD WAS THE DISTANCE FROM HENRY THE 
EIGHTH'S NOSE TO THE TIP OF HIS INDEX FINGER WITH HIS ARM 
OUTSTRETCHED. THIS TURNED OUT TO BE EQUAL TO THREE OF HIS 
FEET -~ WHICH MAY NOT SOUND EXACTLY CORRECT, BUT THAT'S 


THE WAY STANDARDS GOT STANDARIZED IN THOSE DAYS. 


NOW, TAKE FIVE AND A HALF YARDS -- NOT FIVE, OR SIX, OR 

TEN, WHICH WOULD BE SOMEWHAT SENSIBLE, BUT FIVE AND A HALF -- 
AND YOU HAVE ANOTHER UNIT CALLED A "ROD". THE SAME UNIT 

IS SOMETIMES CALLED A “PERCH" OR "POLE" AND ALSO EQUALS 
SIXTEEN AND A HALF FEET. DON'T ASK WHY. MY OWN PERSONAL 
THEORY IS THAT IT MEANS NINE BIRDS, ONE OF WHOM HAS ONLY 

ONE LEG, CAN PERCH ON A ROD FIVE AND A HALF YARDS LONG, 

WITH THEIR WINGS OUTSTRETCHED. AT LEAST THAT MAKES AS 

MUCH SENSE AS ANY OTHER THEORY I'VE HEARD EVEN THOUGH IT 
DOESN'T HAVE THE REGAL CONNOTATION OF HENRY THE EIGHTH'S 


FOOT. 


VOICE: 
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ALRIGHT. NOW THAT WE'VE ESTABLISHED OUR ROD, MULTIPLY 

THAT BY FORTY AND WE HAVE THE FURLONG, THE FURLONG IS 

USED MAINLY IN RACING CIRCLES AND PROBABLY EXPRESSES THE 
OISTANCE A HORSE CAN RUN BEFORE YOU REALIZE THE MONEY YOU 
BET ON HIM IS GONE FOREVER, I ALSO SUPPOSE THAT IF YOU 

WERE DISCUSSING THE SPEED OF A SNAIL IT COULD BEST BE 
EXPRESSED IN "FURLONGS PER FORTNIGHT". OTHERWISE, I EXPECT 
THAT IF THE FURLONG WERE TAKEN AWAY FROM US, INDUSTRY AND 


SOCIETY WOULD NOT SUFFER UNDULY. 


BUT, SINCE WE STILL HAVE IT, LET'S MULTIPLY THE FURLONG 

BY EIGHT AND WE GET A MILE, WHICH IS USED QUITE WIDELY. 

IT ALSO EQUALS THREE HUNDRED TWENTY RODS -- OR PERCHES, IF 
YOU PREFER, OR ONE THOUSAND, SEVEN HUNDRED SIXTY YARDS, 

OR FIVE THOUSAND TWO HUNDRED EIGHTY FEET. AS YOU MAY HAVE 
NOTED, ALL OF THESE FIGURES ARE OT VERY CONVENIENT 


oe me 
TO WORK WITH AND REMEMBER, | OH -- I SHOULD MENTION THAT 


THE MILE I'M TALKING ABOUT IS THE STATUTE MILE. PEOPLE 

WHO DEAL WITH BOATS AND AIRPLANES HAVE ANOTHER ONE TO WORRY 
ABOUT, THE NAUTICAL MILE. A NAUTICAL MILE EQUALS SIX 
THOUSAND, AND SEVENTY-SIX POINT ONE ONE FIVE FOUR FEET -~- 
ANOTHER LOVELY FIGURE TO WORK WITH. SPEED, IN NAUTICAL 
MILES PER HOUR, IS EXPRESSED IN KNOTS. MOST OF THE TIME. 
AIRPLANE MANUFACTURERS PREFER TO USE STATUTE MILES, PROBABLY 
BECAUSE A HUNDRED AND FIFTY MILES PER HOUR SOUNDS A LOT 
FASTER THAN A HUNDRED AND THIRTY-TWO KNOTS. BUT WHEN YOU 
CALL THE WEATHER SERVICE TO FIND OUT HOW FAST THE WIND IS 
BLOWING, THEY'LL GIVE YOU THAT FIGURE IN KNOTS. WHICH MEANS 


ANOTHER CONVERSION BEFORE YOU CAN CALCULATE HOW LONG IT'LL 
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TAKE YOU TO COVER THE SIXTEEN HUNDRED AND SOME ODD FURLONGS 


BETWEEN WASHINGTON AND NEW YORK, IF YOU'RE FLYING THE DISTANCE 


IN A SMALL AIRPLANE. 


WE WON'T TAKE THE TIME TO GO INTO OTHER UNITS OF MEASURE 


SUCH AS GRAINS, PENNYWEIGHT, TEASPOONS, OUNCES, GILLS, PINTS, 
QUARTS, GALLONS, PECKS, BUSHELS AND SO ON. I THINK WE'VE 
MADE OUR POINT, THAT IT'S A SYSTEM THAT LACKS SYSTEM. 
THERE IS A SIMPLER WAY OF DOING THINGS, ONE THAT MUCH OF THE 
WORLD ADOPTED A LONG TIME AGO AND HAS NOW BEEN TAKEN UP BY 
PRACTICALLY EVERYBODY EXCEPT FOR A FEW HOLDOUTS LIKE THE 
UNITED STATES. IT'S CALLED THE "METRIC" SYSTEM AND EVERY 
UNIT IS A SIMPLE MULTIPLE OF TEN OR A HUNDRED OR A THOUSAND 
OF EVERY OTHER UNIT. EVENTUALLY THIS COUNTRY, TOO, WILL 
HAVE TO JOIN THE REST OF THE WORLD AND GET RID OF A SYSTEM 
THAT HAS A CERTAIN QUAINT CHARM, I SUPPOSE, BUT LITTLE ELSE 
TO RECOMMEND IT. BUT THERE'S STILL A LOT OF RESISTANCE 
TO A CHANGE WHICH WILL, ADMITTEDLY, BE RATHER PAINFUL. 
A LOT OF EXPENSIVE TOOLS, MACHINES, MEASURING DEVICES, 
SCALES AND SO ON, WILL HAVE TO BE REPLACED. BUT IT HAS 
TO COME EVENTUALLY, AND ONCE THE TRANSITION IS MADE, LIFE 
WILL CERTAINLY BE A LOT SIMPLER. IN THE MEANTIME, I'VE 
CALCULATED THAT I DRIVE THE DISTANCE FROM MY HOME TO THE 
RADIO STUDIO EVERY DAY AT AN AVERAGE SPEED OF ONE=HUNDRED- 
SIXTY-ONE THOUSAND, TWO-HUNDRED-AND-EIGHTY FURLONGS PER 
FORTNIGHT. THAT'S BECAUSE OF HEAVY TRAFFIC, OF COURSE. 
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